Emerging patterns of cocaine use and the epidemic of cocaine overdose deaths in Dade County, Florida.
With the increasing use of cocaine in the United States, cocaine overdose deaths are being reported with increasing frequency. To describe patterns of cocaine use involved in cocaine overdose deaths, we reviewed the postmortem records from the Metropolitan Dade County Medical Examiner Department, Miami, Fla. We identified 239 cocaine overdose deaths from 1971 through 1987. During this period, the incidence of cocaine overdose deaths increased 20-fold, with the largest proportional increases occurring among persons aged older than 24 years, white persons, and men. The percentage of deaths that involved use of cocaine by nonparenteral routes, as well as newer and unknown preparations of cocaine (such as "crack" and "free-base" cocaine), increased. For example, the percentage of deaths that involved use of crack or free-base cocaine increased from 8% in 1981 to 20% in 1987. Persons who died after smoking crack or free-base cocaine had lower blood cocaine levels at autopsy (median level, 0.3 mg/L) than persons who died as a result of using cocaine hydrochloride (median level, 3.7 mg/L). Patterns of cocaine use involved in the epidemic of cocaine overdose deaths are changing. The data suggest that the newer preparations of cocaine, such as crack or free-base cocaine are playing an increasingly important role in this epidemic and that these preparations may be more toxic than cocaine hydrochloride.